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THE COWBOY-SINNER OR SAINT!
By

CLIFFORD

P.

WESTERMEIER*

HE COWBOY is the central figure in the story of the American cattle industry. He emerges as a romantic figure in
American history, a dominant and vital figure in frontier
life; his spirit is American and particularly western; thus" ,
his life unfolds in an epic around the greatest pastoral move.'X' .
ment in the history of the world. During the short span of "'_
years, from 1866 to the end of the century, the cowboy lef~)'
an indelible mark upon American culture and the West from
which he cannot be separated. True,' those who write about
him grace him with an aura of romance and sentimentality;
true, he has been cast in a mould of courage, violence and.· _
sudden death, of steadfastness and nobility, of blind devotion .
and even of dark deeds, but he nevertheless re~ained' the
guardian of the West. His story is one of struggle..
Sentimentalists mourn the passing of the Old West.
They mourn the passing of the Men on Horseback, those
Titans clad in buckskins, flopping hats and boots, and they
chant a dirge for the trail which has passed through the
sunset.
All has vanished? So they say-but this is not true! The
Old West has grown from 'infancy to boyhood and now to
manhood; it did not die; nor did it disappear. The Old West
is still here as a part of the New West-a sturdier West in
new clothing, with a new vocabulary and new interests.
The migration was essentially from East, to West-
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explorers, missionaries, hunters, traders, goldseekers, and
homesteaders. However, coming from the South, the cattle
and their cowboy drivers bisected, in their northward drive,
the westward march of American civilization and, more than
any other movement, imprinted on the West its character.
Out of this dramatic conflict developed the cattle industry.
Little is to be said of that drama, for this is an account of
the actors who played the important roles and how they
appeared to the spectators of that time.
In the course of years thick volumes have been published
which tell the story of the cowboy. The names of Siringo,
Santee, Adams, Hough, Rollins, James, Dobie, Coolidge, Lomax, and King are familiar. Other special studies about the
cattle industry; cattle wars, horses, bad men, vigilantes,
rustlers, desperadoes, Indian fighters, two-gun sheriffs,
buffalo hunters; the authors of which are too numerous to
mention, also in~luded a character study of the cowboy, his
equipment, and his work. In addition, there are innumerable
autobiographical and reminiscent accounts of old-time cattle
men and cowboys who, in preserving their memoirs, have
made vital contributions to the character of the cowboy.
Of these old-time cowboys few are left who were in their
prime in the years between 1866 and 1895. Also, one must
not neglect that vast collection of cowboy literature-fiction
and nonfiction~the dime novels and western 'thrillers'
which are classified as sub-literary.
With the exception of the latter two, the dime novel and
the western 'thriller,' which appear shortly after the Civil
War, the preponderance of cowboy literature-historical,
autobiographical and fictional-is the product of the last
four decades. The great majority of these authors have magnified the glamorous and romantic side of the cowboy's life
to such an extent that his real mission, and more often his
character, are lost under a welter of inaccuracies. To assume
that the whole truth about the cowboys has been completely
told is as inaccurate as to assume that there are no cowboys
today. This study is an attempt to portray the true picture
of the cowboy as found in the writings of contemporaries in

THE COWBOY

91

newspapers, diaries, letters, periodicals, and also in books
which, in most cases, were published before the turn of the
century.
Just when the term cowboy was applied to the men who
made a life work of tending cattle is a matter of conjecture.
However, during the American Revolutionthe name cowboy
was tagged to a group of American Tories who played havoc
with the stock of the Whigs and Loyalists by swooping into
their districts of occupation to steal cattle. 1
In 1814 the cattle driven from certain districts in the
Southern states came in contact with and infected healthy
cattle. Later, in 1837, legislation was enacted in North Carolina which prevented the driving of cattle from South Carolina or Georgia to that state from the first day of April to
the first: day of November. However, no mention is made' of
the drivers or herders, but it may be assumed they were
cowboys.2
At first it appears that the cowboy was looked upon as
a curiosity. His arrival in a town invariably caused comment
in the next issue of the local paper; and often these items
were reprinted in newspapers of surrounding towns. The
comm,ents usually concerned his skill in handling cattle, the
dangers involved, and occasionally his skill in riding was
mentioned. Notes of criticism of this 'stranger' crept into
some of the early writings.
An interesting letter, written over a hundred years ago,
mentions the cowboy, his work, and also the beginning of
his sport-the rodeo. It was written by Captain Mayne Reid
to Samuel Arnold of Drumnakelly, Seaforde, County Down,
Ireland. It was inscribed, "Santa Fe, 10th June, 1847." Captain Reid wrote:
The town from which I write is quaint; of the Spanish style of
building and reposes in a great· land kissed by the southern sun. You
have cows in old Ireland, but you never saw cows. Yes, millions of
them here, I am sure, browsing on the sweet long grass of the ranges .
1. Encyclopedia Americana (Ne~ York, 1937), 133. Webster's New International
Dictionary oj the English Language, 2nd ed. unabridged (Springfield, Mass., 1945), 614.
2. "Texas Fever, Splenetic Fever, or Southern Cattle Fever," Yearbook oj the
United States Department oj Agriculture (1899), 124-125.
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that roll from horizon to horizon. At this time of year the cowmen have
what is called the round-up~ when the calves are branded and the fat
beasts selected to be driven to a fair hundreds of miles away.
The round-up is a great time for the cowhands, a Donneybrook
fair it is, indeed. They contest with each other for the best roping and
throwing, and there are horse races and whiskey and wines. At night
in the clear moonlight there is much dancing on the streets. 3

As the cattle were driven out of Texas, fear of the cattle
fever swept over the areas through which they passed. The
Messenger, a newspaper of Hannibal, Missouri, on July 10,
1858, gives an account of the cattle stan;J.pedes and difficulties encountered by the drivers in rounding them up. The
problem of the drivers, however, was not confined to the
herding of fine Texas cattle through the city streets and to
the quelling of stampedes. These men were opposed on all
sides by the farmers and settlers who feared that the disease
might spread to the domesticated cattle.4
In addition to human interference from both white and
red men, the trials inflicted by nature on the drives were
almost unbelievable. One of the most vivid accounts appears
in the diary of George C. Duffield. In the spring of 1866,
Duffield started the long drive from southern Texas to Chariton,' Iowa. This is probably one of the most interesting
diaries of a day-by-day account of a cattle drive. It is full of
woe and hardships and although it is the story of one
man, it is also the story of all men who followed this hazardous occupation, the story of their courage, daring, and
resourcefulness. 5
Not all the excitement which surrounded the cowboy took
place on the long drives. Upon arriving in the cowtowns at
the end of the drives, the 'boys' found themselves the center
3. Letter in the manuscript collection of Colin Johnston Robb. Drumharriff
Lodge, Loughgall, County Armagh, Ireland. See Westermeier, C. P., MAN, BEAST,
DUST: The Story of Rodeo (Denver, Colorado, 1947), 34. Evidently this type of
frivolity had been going on for some time. An article entitled "The Santa Fe Trade,"
appeared in the Missouri Republican deploring life in that gay southwestern city. It
says: "A majority of the Traders invest in the trade from $100 to $600: these
capitalists live cheaply upon buffalo, and improve their habits and morals among the-in every WRy-vicious, and lascivious inhabitants of Santa ~e." Missouri Repu,blican,
February 16, 1830.
4. Report of Missouri State Board of Agriculture (1866), 20. Missouri Statesman
(Columbia), June 24, 1859. Laws of Missouri 24th G. A., 1st Sess. (1867),128.
5. Annals of Iowa, 14, no. 4, (Des Moines, Iowa, 1924).
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of attraction and confusion. 6 The editor of the Cheyenne
Daily Leader comments cautiously; perhaps even curiously:
It is a very entertaining sight to see a bull-whacker seated astride
of a broncho horse, that has but a limited acquaintance with his
rider, or the rough uses,· that he is to be· put to; and with Spanish
spurs roweling the life out of the poor brute, nearly, and making him
rear his ends in the air,· alternately, while an idle crowd gather to witness and curse the exhibition made by both horse and rider.
Weare induced to speak thus, in consequence of having witnessed
a dispiay of such a horse and such a rider, on Tuesday evening, near
the corner of Seventeenth and Ferguson streets. There was quite
crowd and some quiet swearing. But would not such exhibitions be in
better taste out on the prairie? Suppose one of these bronchos should
run up the side of a brick building to the roof, or up a telegraph pole
to the cross-bars and insulators, would the rider keep his seat? These
bronchos are liable to do these things; we have known them to do worse
things. 7

a

A decade later, the same newspaper tells of an unfortunate cowboy who was attacked by a !steer and badly disfigured, and owed his life to the fact that the widespread
long horns straddled his head as he lay prostrate on the
ground. 8
In explaining the riding prowess of a cowboy, a newspaper correspondent attempts to educate the reading public
of his paper with a vivid and lurid description of "How
Cowboys Ride" :
The cowboy is the real horseman. He keeps his seat under circumstances that would result in unhorsing anyone not having much nerve
and constant practice. When a yearling steer held by a rope to the
pommel jerks the saddle half-way round the body, the cowboy must
stay on the pony or run the gauntlet of wild steers and scared pony.
When the 'half-tamed broncho, just caught from a "cavvy". of one or
two hundred horses, indulges in ten minutes' spell of bucking, the
cowboy must keep his seat or have a rebellious pony always on his
string. When the cowboy dashed after a running steer, and the steer
turns like a billiard ball, when it hits a cushion, the cowboy must
6. "A B~all army of cowboys filed into town yesterday afternoon. They were
direct from Texas, having. come up with -Driskill's herd. Later in the evening they left
for Sturgis, where they were paid. About $4,000 were ·distributed among them."
"Ranch, Range and Herds," Cheyenne Daily Leader, Thursday, August 31, 1882.
7. Tuesday, September 11, 1873..
8. "Cowboys and Texas Cattle in the Stock Yards," Cheyenne Daily Leader,
Wednesday, August 2, 1882.
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turn with the pony, who runs with the steer, and not shoot over his
head. When the pony stands on his hind legs '''on a ten plate," and
paws the air with his fore feet, the cowboy must cling to him. 9

Many actual stories arise from the daily work of the
cowboy. Early in the year of 1889, a graphic report of a
fight between sheepherders and cowboys in the mountains
near Albuquerque, New Mexico, states:
From a Mr. Edwards, a sheep-raiser in the mountains, it is learned
that a terrible hand-to-hand conflict, in which pistols and knives were
used, took place the other evening between the sheepherders from Sam
Lund's ranch and cowboys supposed to work for W. B. Slaughter. The
battle resulted in the killing of two and the wounding of four sheepherders. The sheriff has left for the scene with a posse heavily armed,
and it is predicted that more murders will be committed.l 0

Later in the year, an account from Folsom, New Mexico,
appears in the same newspaper. It speaks of a recent blizzard
which had swept over eastern Colorado and northern New
. Mexico. On the night in question, Henry Miller, the range
, ,foreman of Colonel R. G. Head, with several cowboys, had
camped near Sierra Grand with 1,800 beef cattle. About 4
o'clock the next morning the blizzard struck the camp and
drove the cattle toward the Panhandle of Texas. The cow:'boys were unable to hold the cattle and the snow was so
blinding in its intensity that it was impossible to see fifty
feet ahead. The cowboys attempted to bunch the cattle to
prevent them from wandering, but, in so doing, the men became separated. Late the next day one cowboy finally reached
Head's ranch and told his story. A rescue party was sent
out and found the frozen bodies of Henry Miller, Joe Martin,
and Charlie Jolly not far from Folsom. The other men finally
succeeded in making their way back to camp before succumbing to the coldY
While the blizzard was taking its toll in New Mexico, a
scene, less disastrous but no less exciting, took place in Kansas City. It is described in a newspaper article, "Steers on
the Rampage," which states:
9. Cheyenne Daily Leader, Friday, June 29, 1883.
10. The Republic (St. Louis, Missouri), January 8, 1889.
·11. "CowbOYS Frozen," Ibid:, November 7, 1889.
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A scene of frontier excitement occurred in this city today. It lasted
for five hours and during that time a herd of stampeded Texas steers
had possession of the' thoroughfares in an area about two miles square.
A number of persons were tossed on the horns of the infuriated beasts
and before the herd was corralled again three of the number had been
killed.
.
This morning eight cowboys' started with a drove of cattle from the
stockyards, bound for Clay County, across the Missouri River. The
steers refused to cross the bridge, and, upon being urged, stampeded.
Then the excitement began. The herd had proceeded down Bluff street
for two squares at a clattering pace, clearing all before it, when four
of the cowboys, with frontier foresight, cut around a block and
headed it off. Before the cattle were driven back and corralled at the
river's bank, eight of them had broken away from the herd and had
started on a tour of the city. At Broadway and Bluff street one of the
cowboys succeeded in lassoing one of the refractory animals but could
not control the animal. The steer started for the river, the cowboy still
on his pony and still holding the lasso. At the bluff, about 25 feet over
the river, the cowboy refused to go further, but the pony and steer
plunged over into the water below. Both swam ashore uninjured. 12

The character studies of the cowboy by his contemporaries not only arouse great interest but are also very revealing. However, one must remember that in many cases these
are the opinions of individual persons. Thus, a pattern of
black or white is developed, that is, a pattern of the cowboy,
'sinner or saint'; nevertheless, the circumstances surrounding these individual 'experiences with the men of the plains
condition their statements.
Charles ·W. Webber in his Tales of the Southern Border
writes:
The cowboys were, in short, considered as banditti before the revolution, and have been properly considered so since. This term -"Cowboy"
was even then-and still more emphatically, later-one name for many
crimes; since those engaged in it were mostly outlaws confessedly, and
if not so at th\l beginning, were always driven into outlawry by the
harsh and stern contingencies of their pursuit. . . .13

Following the 'sinner' theme, that is that all cowboys
were bad-outlaws and criminals,14 a writer for the Topeka
12. The Repub'/ic (St. Louis, Missouri). November 7, 1889.
13. (Philadelphia, 1853), 124.
14. "An unknown cowboy robbed the Turtle Mountain Bank at Dunsheith on
Friday and escaped to the mountains with $1,000. The robber shortly after returned
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Commonwealth expresses his opinion in "The Texas Cattle
Herder" :
The Texas cattle herder is a character, the like of which can be
found nowhere else 'on earth. Of course he is unlearned -and illiterate,
with but few wants and meager ambitions. His diet is principally navy
plug and whiskey and the occupation dearest to his heart is gambling.
. . . He generally wears a revolver on each side of his person, which
he will use with as little hesitation on a man as on a wild animal.
Such a character is dangerous and desperate and each one has generally killed his man. . . . They drink, swear, and fight, and life with
them is a round of boisterous gayety and indulgence in sensual
pleasure. 15

Joseph G. McCoy's character sketch of the cowboy is well
known. In his book Historic Sketches of the Cattle Trade of
the West and Southwest, he sums up, with delicate skill, the
man of the plains: The cowboy "loves tobacco, liquor, and
women better than any other trinity."16
McCoy also writes about the frontier town, the town at
the end of the cattle trails-at the rail heads. Here the cowboy finds himself after several lonely isolated months on the
range or cattle drive. In his comments, McCoy seems to feel
that the cowboys and the characters who swarm to these
centers are to blame for the deplorable conditions which exist
there. Men who had lived with dirt, danger, and death for
endless months found what gaiety they could in these oases
of civilization,17 The puritanical background of this author
.comesto the fore in these critical accounts, yet he instigated
the movem~nt to make Abilene, Kansas, the first cowtown!
His moral principles were confused.
Similar opinions are expressed in a short article appearing in the Washington Star:
In the cow towns those nomads in regions remote from the restraint
of moral"civic, social, and law enforcing life, the Texas cattle drovers,
from the very tendencies of their situations the embodiment of waywardness and wantonness, and the journey with their herds, loiter
to town and attempted to rob a store. but a crowd gathered, ran him down and
killed him." Calgary Weekly Herald, Wednesday, June
(Topeka, Kansas), August
(Glendale, California,
17.- Ibid.,

15.
16.

205.206, 209.

15, 187l.
1940), 85.

21, 1893.
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and dissipate, sometimes for months, and share the boughten dalliances of fallen women. 18

Another writer expresses himself about the cowboy in
the following terms:
As you mingle with these cowboys, you find them a strange mixture of good nature and recklessness. You are as safe with them on the
plains as with any class of men, so long as you do not impose upon
them. They will even deny themselves for your comfort, and imperil
their lives for your safety. But impose upon them, or arouse their ire,'
and your life is of no value in their esteem than that of a coyote.
Morally, as a class, they are toulemouthed, [sic] blasphemous, drunken,
lecherous, utterly corrupt. Usually harmless on the plains when sober,
they are dreaded in towns, for then liquor has the ascendency over
them. They are also as improvident as the veriest "Jack" of the sea.
Employed as cow-boys only six months in the year-from l.\iay till
November-their earnings are soon squandered in dissolutions, and
then they hunt, or get odd jobs, to support themselves until another
season begins. They are never cumbered with- baggage. They never
own any interest in the stock they tend. This dark picture of the cowboys ought to be lightened by the statement that there is occasionally
a white sheep among the black. True and devoted Christians are found
in such company-men who kneel down regularly and offer their
prayers in the midst of their bawdy and cursing associates. They are
like Lot in Sodom. 19

Probably one of the most interesting items appears in
Alex M. Darley's book, The Passionists of the Southwest.
It is certainly not typical of the cowboy, that is the AngloAmerican, but it is so unusual that it should be included:
A prominent cattleman-Horton of Texas-sends the following to
the Sun of New York, and it is to be supposed that it occurred in Texas;
though, if so, it is the only Texas case of which the author of this
book knows:
"They say the Mexican is disposed to flagellation,-that nothing
so prepossesses. him, however grave can be his responsibilities.
18. "Social Influences in the West," Washington Star (Washington, D. C.),
January I, 1878.
19. "The Cow-boys of the Western Plains and Their Horses," Cheyenne Daily
Leader, October 3, 1882.
Most of the cowboy's profanity is unprintable. You would get an entirely new
idea what profanity meant if you heard it. UThe remotest, most obscure and unheard-of
conceptions from heaven, earth. and bell, are linked together in a sequence so original.
so gaudy, and so utterly blasphemous that you gasp and are stricken with the most
devoted admiration. It is genius. . . . it would liberalize your education." White,
Stewart E., "The Mountains, XIX.-On Cowboys," Outlook, 78 (September 3, 1904), 84.
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I have seen a herd of three thousand head scattered in all directions
in the midst of a storm, and enormous losses suffered because at the first
thunder-clap all the cow-boys, without exception, kneeled in order to
flagellate themselves till they made blood flow, invoking the divine
mercy.
"When the idea of giving himself to this exercise overcomes one of
these cow-boys, whether in the road or in the desert, he knows no one
nor anything, and the cries he utters as he strikes himself frighten
his flock, which flees at the gallop."20

Even the chief executive of our nation was concerned
about the conduct of the cowboy in the southwestern territories. Chester A. Arthur, shortly after assuming his duties
as president, gave expression to his worries of cowboy depredations. His message to Congress dated December 6, 1881,
states:
The Acting Attorney-General also calls attention to the disturbances of the public tranquility during the past year in the Territory of
Arizona. A band of armed desperadoes, known as "Cow Boys," probably numbering from fifty to one hundred men, have been engaged for
months in committing acts of lawlessness and brutality which the local
authorities have been unable to repress. The depredations of these
"Cow Boys" have also extended into Mexico which the marauders
reach from the Arizona frontier. With every disposition to meet the
exigencies of the case, I am embarrassed by lack of authority to deal
with them effectually.21

This is probably the blackest side of the 'sinner.' It is the
cowboy painted in dark and scarlet colors against the flaming
and lurid canvas of the frontier. His detractors are willing
to admit that their victim strode with titanic grandeur
across the stage-the desert, plains, plateaus, mountains,
and brush country-yet, the cowboy may not diverge one
iota from the conventional pattern of men. They forget that
the cattle kingdom was a world in itself and had a culture of
its own. During a span of thirty years this kingdom engraved
itself on the Great Plains and upon American culture, and
necessarily also upon the chief actor of the drama-the
cowboy.
20. The PasBionists of the Southwest, or The Holy Brotherhood (Pueblo. Colorado, 1893), 49.
21. Poore, Ben Perley, ed. Chester A. Arthur, Message from the President of the
United States to the Two Houses of Congress, December 6, 1881 (Washington, D. C.,

1881), 20.
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The cowboy was different, not by choice but because of
his environment. He had been forged from the ore of the
frontier. His life was a logical one, and if romance and glamor surround him, it is because those who created the
literary cowboy also created the halo. They failed to make
a distinction between work and play~ They failed utterly
and completely to realize that the cowboy ever worked, for
the age was fabulous, the longhorns were spectacular, the
drives were romantic and dangerous, and the cowboys were
picturesque.
_
.
After the first amiable curiosity about the cowboy had
worn off, he apparently was looked upon with distrust and
suspicion and was often maligned by his contemporaries.
This attitude toward him changes during the latter part of
his day and especially when the cattle industry becomes a
big business, and attracts people from all over the world to
invest their money. Now one can find many statements in
praise of the cowboy which have a ring of sincerity and are
very refreshing.
General James S. Brisbin of the United States Army
urges youth to 'go West':
The West! The Mighty West! That land where the buffalo still
roams and the wild savage dwells; where the 'broad rivers flow and
the boundless prairie stretches away for thousands of miles . . .
where the poor, young man finds honor and wealth. . . . 22

Another article written by Fred J. Stanton for the Cheyenne Daily Leader is of a similar vein, but touches more directly on the cowboy:
I have met among these stockmen highly educated men, as herders,
whose essays on literature would throw into the deepening shade some
of the sentimental so-called aesthetic sickly nonsense which society calls
poetry:
If you wish to do so, you can find as highly educated and refined
gentlemen among the "old settlers" and "cowpunchers" of the many
years ago, of these arid' plains, as they were formerly called, as you
can in those who come now in their Pullman cars, with Oscar Wilde
aesthetic manners, accompanied with Patchoulli,[sic] Essence de
Miilefleurs [sic] or seal skin sacques.
22.
13-14.

The Beef Bonanza;

OT.

How to Get Rich on th'e PkLins (Philadelphia, 1881),
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Let me travel among these plains, and call at their cabins, the
dugouts or tents of these stockmen or "cowpunchers" as they familiarly
style themselves, and I find them, as a class, the soul of honor, punctiliously so, and you cannot insult them more than by an offer to pay for
a meal or a bed. Go to, the east, and they charge you five cents for a
glass of milk. Whiskey I never met in a western "cowpunchers" camp
in more than one case in twenty.23

Another writer, Alfred Henry Lewis, seems to have a
concise and direct opinion about the man of the plains. In
his Wolfville Nights, he writes:
On the range the cowboy is quiet, just and peaceable. There are
neither women nor cards nor rum about the cow camps. The ranches
and the boys themselves banish the two latter; and the first won't
come. Women, cards and whiskey, the three war causes of the West, are
confined to the towns. 24

Baron Walter von Richthofen makes a pertinent statement: "Among cowboys are to be found the sons of the best
families, who enjoy this romantic, healthy, and free life on
the prairie." 25
Nat Love, who disapproved of the manner in which
writers had portrayed him, gives his own opinion in his Life
and Adventures: "I was not, the wild blood-thirsty savage
and all around bad man many writers have pictured me in
their romances; yet I was w~ld, reckless and free, afraid of
nothing, that is nothing I ever saw. . . . 26
The Reverend Cyrus Townsend Brady, writing of his
missionary experiences in theWest, says:
.
,
I am very fond of the genuine cow-boy, now fast disappearing.
I've ridden and hunted with him, eaten and laughed with him, camped
and slept with him, wrestled, and prayed with him, and I always found
him a rather good sort, fair, honorable, generous, .kindly, loyal to his
friends, his own worst enemy. The impression he makes on civilization
when he rides through a town in a drunken revel, shooting miscellaneously at everything, is a deservedly bad one, I grant you; but
you should see him on the prairie in a round-up or before a stampede.
There he is a man and a hero! 27
23.

24.
25.
26.
27.

Thursday, May 25, 1882.
(New York, 1902), 11.
Cattle-Raising on the Plains (New York, 1885), 19.
The Life and Adventures of Nat Love (Los Angeles, California, 1907), 70.
Recollections of a Missionary in the Great West (New Yo~k, 1900), 62.
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One of the pathetic experiences which Reverend Brady
relates is the story of the death of a young ranchman and
cowboy:
After one of the blizzards, a young ranchman who had gone into
the nearest town, some twenty miles away, to get some Christmas
things for his wife and'- little ones, was found frozen to death on
Christmas morning, his poor little packages of ,petty Christmas gifts
tightly clasped in his cold hands lying by his side. His horse was frozen,
too, and when they found it, hanging to the horn of the saddle was a
little piece of an evergreen-tree-you would throw it away in contempt
in the East, it was so puny. There it meant something. The love of
Christmas? It was there in his dead hands. The spirit of Christmas?
It showed itself in that bit of verdant pine over the lariat at the saddlebow of the poor bronco.
Do they have a Christmas out West? Well, they have it in their
hearts, if no place else, and, after all, that is the place above all others
where it should be. 28

In Reminiscences of a Ranchman, Edgar Bronson draws
a vigorous picture of meal time around a chuck wagon. He
shows the cowboy as a hungry man after a hard day's work
and ,his word picture carries a sense of rugged reality:
A merry fire blazed at the tail end of the chuck wagon. About it were
8itting sixteen puncher8, feeding from tin plates and cups, gorging on
beans, beef, and baking powder biscuits, washed down with coffee
strong enough to float an egg; men with ferocious hunger of the wolf,
and the case-hardened stomach of the ostrich. They were of all ages
from sixteen to sixty, but most of them under thirty, all grimy with
dust, and several reeking with the blood of the day's work in corrals.
. . . While no life of greater privation and hardship than the cowboy's ever existed, unless that in the forecastle of "a windjammer, no
merrier, jollier lot ever lived, always "joshing" each other, turning
a jest on every condition in life, from the cradle to grave, but onehome and mammy, a subject on which tones always lowered, eyes
softened and sometimes grew misty.29

Bronson writes interestingly about the cowboy; however,
at times he writes so glowingly 'and romantically that he pictures the plainsman as a "knight of the Golden Fleece."30
Readers of Western Americana are well aware of Sister
28.

Ibid.• 184-185.
York, 1908),
Ibid., 297.

29. " (New
30.

30-31.
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Blandina Segale's encounter with a cowboy on her way to
Trinidad, Colorado:
By descriptions I have read I knew he was a cowboy! With crushing
vividness-HN 0 virtuous woman is safe near a cowboy" came to me.
I made an act of contrition-concentrated my thoughts on the presence
of God-thought of the Archbishop's blessing, "Angels guard your
steps," and moved to such position as would put my heart in range with
his revolver. I expected he would speak-I answer-he fire. The agony
endured cannot be written. The silence and' suspense unimaginable. 31

,

\

Will James gives us a wistful description of his counterpart-the man he knows so well and about whom he has
written so often. A cowboy himself, James shows both sides
of his colleagues. Usually, he leaves the reader with a feeling
of good will toward the cowboy. He also offers an explanation for a better understanding.of the cowboy in emphasizing
the big-hearted, generous, kind-hearted and human qualities
of the cowboy, yet noting that he is subject to all human
frailties. 32
James observed with keen insight one other important
clue to a more thorough understanding of the cowboy. He
makes no excuses for the cowboy, but at the same time he
points out that too often the renegade from the North and
East, who came in contact with the 'native cowboy,' gave him
a bad name. 33
Major W. Shepherd observed that the greatest enemy of
the range cattle industry was the plough. The coming of the
farmer had turned parts of Kansas and Nebraska into cultivated areas; the stock withdrew and disappeared into the
mountains and rough country. Shepherd writes in 1885:
Almost the whole of Wyoming, Montana, and Idaho are still unsettled, and in these territories the cattle business is still carried on
somewhat in the old style. Formerly the man who shouted loudest,
galloped hardest, and was quickest in drawing his "gun," was considered the most dashing cow-boy; if he had come up on the Texas trail,
31. Letter inscribed "Trinidad. Dec. 10, 1872." Segale, Sister Blandina, At the
End of the Santa Fe Trail (Milwaukee, 1948), 29. (The conversation wbich took place
between the nun and the cowboy is probably one of the most mirth-provoking on
record.)
32. James, W. S., Cow-Boy Life in Texas or 27 Years a Maverick (Chicago,
1893), 38.
33. Ibid., 46.

THE COWBOY

103

and had failed to kill his man, he was held to have wasted his opportunities. But times are changing; it is only in the south, for instance
Arizona, where the term cow-boy is equivalent to desperado; in the
north the men on the ranges are as good as any class of Americans. The
increased value of the cattle has introduced more care and gentler
handling in their management. 34

A newspaper correspondent of the Fort Worth Journal
spent a quiet Sunday at a ranch with the cowboys. During
the afternoon a game of cards was played, and the outcome
is humorously but effectively expressed in the evening service
in the following prayer:
Oh, Lord! we haven't got much to worry Thee about on this occasion, as things are running pretty smooth in this part of Thy moral
range. The range is pretty good, water is not very scarce, the cattle are
looking fine· and the calf crop is panning out amazingly, and we are not"
the kind of 'boys to come' begging tothe'throne of grace for'little things
we can rustle for ourselves. We might state, oh, Lord! that it hasn't
rained here for some time, and that we are soon going to need some
moisture, but there is nobody hurt yet, and we suppose that the matter
will be duly looked after. Lord, if and according with Thy divine
pleasure and opinions of how a decent game should be conducted,
forgive Pitts Neal for stealing out that ace full which he wickedly
played against my flush, but if it so be that Thou art on to his many
sins and much iniquity as the rest of us are, and seest fit to give him
a little sample of Thy divine wrath, Lord, let it please Thee to place in
his hands a diamond flush and cause' him to buck against Thy servant,
who shall be provided with a jack full. But, Lord, in this operation, it
will be necessary to exercise a good deal of care lest he steal out four
queens and scoop in the shekels of Thy servant, for verily he is mighty
to pilfer, and in that case Lord, there would be an uproar thereabout,
and crushed and broken bones, and moreover a great deal of faith would
be shaken and lost, and Thy servant would perhaps backslide the length
of many Sabbath journeys. So mote it be-Ahem.
After the devotional exercises were over Pitts Neal was heard to
remark that he'd be darned if he played in the game with Luther again.
He said he wasn't afraid that anyone man could play dirt on him, but
that he wasn't going to play against the entire kingdom of Heaven
and all the boys toO. 35

During the Cattlemen's Conventions of 1884 and 1885 in
St. Louis, Missouri, the cowboy comes under close scrutiny
34. Shepherd, R. E., Major W., Prairie Experiences in Handling Cattle and Sheep
(New York, 1885), 23, 25.
35. Cheyenne Daily Leader, Thursday, October 4, 1883.
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,
of his contemporaries. Already there appears 'that softening
of expression about the cowboy which was mentioned earlier.
However, this opinion is not universal.
Many notables were in attendance at the Convention of
1884: Joseph G. McCoy, M. R. Lovell, Charles Goodnight,
B. H. Sandburn, C. C. Slaughter, George B. Loving, John
Clay, Granville Stuart, Colonel King, and Captain Pat Garrett, who killed Billy the Kid. 36
Among the famous guests was General Sherman who
gave a short speech and concluded with the words: "I, myself, have seen the cowboys of Arizona, New Mexico, and
Colorado and can say that they are a brave lot of fellows, a
little wild perhaps (laughter) but on the whole with the impulses of'generous and manly nature." 37
There was a sincere appreciation of the change in the
status of the men who, less than two decades before, had
started out to conquer the plains and build from them a
mighty empire. In the Missouri Republican of November 18,
1884 this statement appears:
As a rule the delegates are fine specimens of manhood; erect and
broad shouldered with faces and hands browned by exposure to the
bracing atmosphere of the plains and muscles hardened by active exercise. The great majority of .the men have acquired wealth in the cattle
industry and many have risen from the comparatively humble position
of cowboy to millionaire. It is said that quite a considerable number
have commenced life in the Far West with almost nothing and risen
to prominent places through hard work and strict attention to business.
A finer body of men physically as well as mentally has never assembled
in the city.

During the Convention of 1884, questions arose concerningthe authenticity of the Cowboy Band, which was in much
demand for social functions and parades, and the costumes
worn by the members. There were arguments on both sides
regarding this point, and a delegate from Colorado finally
.expressed his opinion:
We feel that the cowboy band is out of place as long as they persist
in making a parade of their leggings and revolvers. It is painfully true
that people in the East had been led to believe that a greater portion
36.
37.

Missouri Republican, November 16, 1884; November 17, 1884.
Ibid., November 18, 1884.
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of cattlemen of Southwest and West are as a rule desperate characters;
and that we roam about over the prairies armed to the teeth with
knives and revolvers. We want to dispel this idea as it places us in a
false light before the world. Years ago when likely to meet a bunch
of Indians, we were required to go heavily armed when we followed
our cattle. Times have changed and the necessity for revolvers no
longer exists. On many ranches cowboys are not allowed to carry
revolvers. Today the average cowboy is as good an average American
citizen as can be found anywhere in America. 38

In 1885, Mr. Lapham of Chicago, representing the Hide
and Leather Dealers, appeared before the Convention to
make an appeal for moderation in branding. His speech was
most indiscreet because of the type of men in his audience.
He told them that no where in the world was so little care
taken to save the hide from excessive branding as in the Far
West. He pleaded that they be at least as careful as the halfcivilized neighbors to the South and the. uncivilized natives
of Asia and AfriCa. A little care would save them much
. money each year. 30
However, the following remark brought forth a vigorous
and vehement defense of the cowboy:
\

The public believes that the native cowboy, reared on the frontier,
is not possessed with the proper respect for the value of property or
respect for the law, much less with those fine instincts which are alive
to the keen sufferings of the brute world. 4o

Mr. Exall of Texas jumped to the defense of the cowboy
in his reply:
38. Missouri Republican, November 18, 1884.
. Th~ mystery of the cowboy band was solved when S. S. Prunty, the editor of th'e
Kansas Cowboy of Dodge City, stated that Western Kansas would take the responsibility
for the cowboy band. He said it was sent as a token of appreciation of St. Louis
hospitality and added that " . . '. the attire of the members of the band is the regulation dress of the plains cowOOy. The spurs, pistol and leather leggings are Been every
day on the cowboy of the plains. The members, while mostly cowboys in jest, are
gentlemen and some represent thousands of- head of bovine:-' Missouri Republica..""
November 20, 1884.
39. During the preparations being made for the Convention of 1884, a St. Louis
tanner suggested calling a convention of the UCattlemen's Cousiils." the hide dealers,'
tanners and leather merchants in order that some measures might be taken to lessen
the evils of branding. Sixty-five delegates arrived from New York, Boston, Pittsburgh,
Cincinnati, Louisville and other cities. They presented their case declaring that excessive
branding caused an annual loss of several million dollars; in support of their Btatement they produced a two pound brand scab. Missouri Republican, October 22, 1884;
November 16, 1884; November 19, 1884; November 28, 1885.
40. Ibid., November 28, 1885.
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. . . he wanted to remind the gentleman who read or wrote the paper
that he was' mistaken as to the lawlessness of the cowboy of the plains.
There are no other class of men from the Atlantic to the Pacific who
have more responsibility on their shoulders than the cowboys. Men
of irresponsible character would not be entrusted with such interests.
Men who owned large interests would not entrust them to men of lawlessness . . . he wanted to say that the men of the plains were the
equals and the peers of the men of the cities. 41

Judge Wallace of Colorado protested:
. when I hear a motion to adopt as part of the proceedings of this
convention that which libels the cowboy of the West, I must be allowed
respectively to enter my protest. It amounts to charging the cowboy
with retrograding to a state of savagery. . . . I have lived in the state
of Colorado for twelve years . . . and my life has been spent largely
in dealings with these men, the cowboys . . . with reference to their
character, to the large interests at stake of the men who own the herd,
and the amount of money involved, do you suppose that it would be
entrusted to murderers, cut-th~oats, and thieves? No; gentlemen, there
are violators of the law in the West as in the East, but I opine that
the percentage of business is quite equal to that of the East. 42

In order to keep the situation under control, Mr. King
of Utah said that curt answers were uncalled for and expressed his opinion in the following statement:
. . . I have been a cowboy for many years until three years ago but
I cannot see in that report anything that particularly reflects upon
my honor, upon the honor of any cowboy here, or any gentlemen from
the West or those attending. You know too well gentlemen, that in
our most noble pursuit men sometimes go to extremes. We have had
what I consider a friendly voice 'asking that we do not go to extremes.
That is nothing that militates against the honor or integrity of t1}e
cowboy. . . . Most of us are cowboys and I think the Eastern boys
appreciate us; I know that they do not look upon us as murderers,
ruffians, or cut-throats . . . but as honorable gentlemen, the free men
of the great plains which God has given to America. 43

As early as 1858, some unknown newspaper writer attempted to characterize the Westerner. "Traits of Western
People" is found in the Daily Missouri Democrat. The writer
says:
41.
42.
43.

Ibid., November 28, 1885.
Missouri Republican, November 28, 1885.
Ibid., November 28, 1885.
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There is a certain universality in the type of the Western man, and
a. certain freedom and electicism in his social life, which enable them
to Teflect a partial likeness of the better traits and qualities, peculiaT
to either section of the country, however much these sections may
differ in their standard of morals and manners. The extreme Southerner, the Virginian, the Yankee, recognize each his own image in the
many-sided man of the West. They feel they have certain affinities for
him, though they have none fOT each other; and he in Teturn spontaneously fraternizes with them because he possesses a genial, catholic,
though, perhaps, less cultured nature. Climate, institutions and other
causes have moulded them into uniformity, and have given them
rigidity and angularity of character, but the plastic nature of the'
Western people which the inflowing of new blood in a thousand rills
promises to. preserve, forbids any irreconcilable antagonism, and
results in boundless variety and unity. The elements which enter into
the composition of character in this region are countless, and have not
yet formed into an insoluble concrete. The people are not recast by
artificial means. The reign of formulas was not yet begun, but nature
is left to her own sweet will. Greater physical activity, greater diversity of manners, and aspirations, and greater eneTgy and boldness
of character are the Tesults. 44
I

Although no specific division of time or years can be
made, one may conclude from the foregoing statements that
there was an early period in which the cowboy appeared to
. be 1'). curiosity to the contemporaries of his time. They write
about his appearance in towns as the cattle are driven to the
rail heads, the difficulties in getting the cattle across bridges,
streams, through towns and so forth. They begin to take
notice of his riding ability, skill in horsemanship and the
dangers ever present in his occupation. Occas~onally, a cowboy kept records of his trials on the drives. During this time,
farmers in the more settled portions of the country took
exception to the Texas cattle, and a just fear of the "fever"
was evident. Because the cowboys persisted in driving their
cattle through, the farmers and settlers became antagonistic.
The resultant clashes are probably the first steps in the
creation of the cowboy-badman.
A second period appears in the writings of the time.
Every phase of the cowboy's life is related; particular stress
is given to his manners, dress, and his weaknesses of flesh44.
1858.

Daily Missouri Democrat,

(St. Louis, Missouri) Wednesday, September 8,
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his general immorality. There is the beginning of the cowtown with its dens of iniquity. There seems to be a puritanical streak. in the writings of the contemporaries of this
second period and the tone is high-flowing and moralistic.
The crusading spirit appears in the towns which were dependent upon the cattle industry and the cowboy for their
birth and very existence. As the rail heads move westward,
attempts are made to salvage the towns from the 'ruffian'
of the plains.
The third period appears just as the range cattle industry
collapses before the ranch cattle industry. The writers of·
this .time take an entirely new attitude. In some cases they
are inclined to look upon the cowboy as crude, rough, but
essentially good-a sort of naughty-boy attitude to be overlooked. In other cases it seems that they re~lized that many
of the wealthy cattlemen who had made a big business of
the cattle industry had started as cowboys. As more money
was invested In the industry, it seemed to grow in respectability, and the cowboy was caught up in this veneer. He
gained in stature and· esteem, he became a respectable
citizen.

